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1
APPARATUS FOR REGULATING FLUID
FLOW FROM A RESERVOIR

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present application relates generally to a device and
system that controls the level of a body of water in a reservoir
by controlling the flow of water from a conduit leading from
the reservoir. More specifically, the invention is directed to an
inflatable member closing the exhaust end of a reservoir drain
conduit coupled with a pressure controlled valve that allows
for automatic regulation of water flow from the conduit.

BACKGROUND

Water reservoirs typically strive to retain maximum water
levels when those reservoirs are employed either for storage
and use in irrigation, for livestock or to exploit the potential
energy of the stored water. Reservoirs often have fixed crests
and natural inflows from streams, precipitation etc. Any
increased inflow into a reservoir may cause undesirable
flooding upstream of the reservoir and/or over load the reten-
tion walls adjacent the reservoir. Many devices have been
used in the past to regulate reservoir outflow to compensate
for inflow variations. One such device is commercially avail-
able under the brand name “Flow Stop”. Flow Stop is an
inflatable pipe plug used to service non-pressurized pipes.
This inflatable plug has a smooth lateral exterior surface and
consequently, offers very little frictional engagement with the
walls of the pipe. If such a plug is used in highly pressurized
pipes, there is a possibility of slippage of the plug and its
consequent disengagement from the exhaust conduit result-
ing in a potentially disastrous outflow from the reservoir.
Moreover, under wet conditions, a lubricating film of water
between the outer surface of this prior art inflatable pipe plug
and the inner surface of the pipe further exacerbates the lack
of frictional engagement.

In addition, U.S. Pat. No. 6,959,734 discloses a flow-
through inflatable plug assembly axially positioned in a pipe-
line. The flow-through inflatable plug assembly includes a
flow-through fluid conduit and a separate donut shaped inflat-
able member defining an aperture. In operation, the flow-
through fluid conduit is inserted into the aperture of the inflat-
able member and, when the flow-through inflatable plug
assembly is inserted into a pipeline and inflated, the inflatable
member fills the void between the inner diameter of the pipe-
line and the outer diameter of the flow-through fluid conduit.
Thus, the flow-through fluid conduit is sealably captured in
the axial aperture so that fluid flow in the pipeline is limited to
passage through the flow-through fluid conduit.

Whatever the merits of the previously described devices,
none of them fully achieve the advantages of the current
invention. Accordingly, it is a principle object of the invention
to provide a novel, simple, portable device with excellent
frictional engagement mechanism that when installed in a
fluid passageway will automatically regulate the water in
response to changes in fluid pressure.

SUMMARY

The present invention provides a device and system that
controls the level of a body of water in a reservoir by control-
ling the flow of water from a conduit leading from the reser-
voir. More particularly, in one embodiment of the invention
the device to regulate fluid flow from the reservoir includes an
inflatable member of generally toroidal shape formed of flex-
ible elastomer material having a pair of side walls and a pair
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of'beads at the radially inner edge of each of said side walls.
The lateral circumferential surface of said toroidal inflatable
member is substantially planar with a plurality of circumfer-
entially extending grooves transversally spaced from one
another, while the lateral surface of the inflatable member is
configured to be in a leak tight sealing contact with the inte-
rior wall of the conduit when inflated. The inflatable member
is mounted onto a cylindrical annular mount having a circular
ring with a pair of radially outwardly extending flanges,
located axially inward from each flange is a well designed to
sealingly engage the pair of beads to ensure said inflatable
member holds air without leakage. Further, a cylindrical
flow-through pipe has a first end and a second end, each end
having radially extending flanges. The first end of said flow-
through pipe is secured to the flange of the annular mount.
Also included is an inflation control valve disposed in one of
the side walls of the inflatable member and extending radially
outwardly of the sealed arrangement between one of the
flanges of the annular mount and one of the flanges of flow-
through pipe.

Means are included to measure the pressure of the fluid
along with a valve to release the fluid upon reaching a thresh-
old pressure. In a preferred form of the invention, the pressure
sensor is disposed within the fluid and the sensor is adapted to
measure the pressure of fluid in the conduit and output a
signal indicative of fluid pressure in the conduit to a pressure
controlled valve positioned at the second end of the flow-
through pipe. The valve is responsive to a signal from the
pressure sensor and designed to openupon fluid in the conduit
reaching a predetermined pressure level.

Another advantage of the fluid regulating system embody-
ing the invention is that the elastomeric toroidal plug has a
plurality of parallel circumferentially extending grooves
formed in the outer cylindrical surface to increase the fric-
tional engagement between the outer surface of the plug and
the inner walls of the conduit to prevent fluid pressure from
dislodging the plug from within the conduit at extreme pres-
sure. In one embodiment, in addition to the grooves, a plural-
ity of rubber buttons or teats are provided which serve as an
additional traction inducing mechanism.

Various other features and advantages of the invention will
be apparent by reference to the following description of the
preferred embodiment, by reference to the drawings, and by
reference to the claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For a more complete understanding of example embodi-
ments of the present invention, reference is now made to the
following descriptions taken in connection with the accom-
panying drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is a general partially cut-away view of a water
reservoir with one embodiment of the invention in use,
including a partial cut-away view showing fluid flow through
the conduit;

FIG. 2 is a close-up view similar to FIG. 1, showing fluid
flow regulator inserted into the end of the conduit.

FIG. 3 is a perspective view of the fluid flow regulator
embodying the invention.

FIG. 4 is a partial cut-away view of fluid flow regulator
shown in FIG. 3.

FIG. 5 is a side perspective view of the elongated annular
member of the fluid flow regulator illustrating a pair of
flanges, one of the flanges having plurality of bolts.

FIG. 6 is an end view of one of the alternative pressure
controlled solenoid valves that can be used with the present
invention;
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FIG. 7 is a front end view of the fluid flow regulator before
the pressure controlled solenoid valve is installed.

FIG. 8 is a Hock diagram showing one embodiment of the
electric control unit of the fluid flow regulator system as
connected to associated components; and

FIG. 9 is a flow chart showing the function performed by
the electric control unit to actuate the pressure controlled
solenoid valve according to the detected fluid pressure in the
reservoir in accordance with one embodiment of the inven-
tion.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

One example embodiment of the present invention and its
potential advantages are understood by referring to FIGS. 1
through 9 of the drawings.

FIG. 1 and FIG. 2 shows an environment in which a fluid
flow regulator 11 constructed in accordance with one embodi-
ment of the present invention may be used. In particular,
FIGS. 1 and 2, indicate a reservoir 12 confined by a dam 13
which may be of earth, concrete, combination thereof or any
other desired construction. While the present invention may
be used in connection with any fluid reservoir, it is preferably
used with reservoirs where water is held back by a suitable
dam. As shown in FIGS. 1 and 2, means have been provided
which will, in one aspect, automatically control the flow of
water or other liquids without the attention of a workman. In
one embodiment, a conduit 14 made of concrete, metal, PVC
or other suitable material may be installed in the earth in a
trench and covered with stone bedding and then a backfill
material to give a solid, compact base to the conduit installa-
tion. FIG. 1 shows the conduit being supported on the bottom
of the reservoir floor, however suitable support posts could
also be used to hold the conduit 14 in position above the
bottom of the reservoir 12. The conduit 14 extends from the
reservoir 12 through a concrete buttress 15 above a fluid
discharge area. The input end of the conduit 14 located within
the reservoir 12 is closed by grid work 16 secured to the open
end to prevent any debris from interfering with the function-
ing of the fluid flow regulator system 11. The output end of the
conduit 14 terminates within a concrete buttress 15 forming
part of the dam 13. An exemplary fluid flow regulator 11 is
insertable into the output end of the conduit 14. The fluid flow
regulator system 11 may have a pressure controlled solenoid
valve 19 mounted to it which is designed to open when the
fluid in the reservoir/conduit reaches a predetermined pres-
sure. The pressure of the fluid, such as water is, of course,
directly related to the height of the surface of the fluid in the
reservoir above the point of pressure measurement within the
conduit. In one embodiment, a pressure sensor 17 is mounted
in the input end of the conduit in the reservoir. The pressure
sensor 17 is adapted to measure the pressure of fluid and
signal the measured pressure to the pressure controlled sole-
noid valve 19 via a cable embedded in a pipe 18 that runs
along or through the conduit 14. In another embodiment, a
pressure sensor 17 may be integrated with the pressure con-
trolled solenoid valve 19. In yet another embodiment, the
measured pressure is signaled wirelessly to the control unit 33
by employing a wireless transmitter and receiver (not shown).
In yet a further embodiment, a signal to open or close the
solenoid valve may be provided by a detector as simple as a
float device that rises on the surface of the reservoir and
provides a signal indicative of the water level and open the
valve when the level exceeds a preselected level (also not
shown).

FIG. 3, FIG. 4, FIG. 5, FIG. 6 and FIG. 7 shows different,
detailed views and components of one embodiment of a fluid
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regulator system 11 constructed in accordance with one
aspect of the invention. The fluid regulator system includes an
inflatable elastomeric member 20 which is substantially tor-
oidal in shape and may be rubber, plastic or similar material.
The inflatable member 20 has a pair of side walls 21 with a
pair of sealing beads 22. The lateral circumferential outer
surface of the inflatable member has grooves 23 formed
therein a substantially circumferential extending direction.
The grooves 23 are laterally spaced from one another and may
be, by way of example only, approximately 11 mm in depth
and 7 mm in width. In order to prevent any leakage of the fluid
in the conduit past the inflatable member there are no outer
grooves that run perpendicular to the circumferential grooves
23. The bead portion 22 of the inflatable member 20 is posi-
tioned into a circumferential welt 24 of an elongated gener-
ally cylindrical metal annular member 25 to ensure that the
inflatable member 20 holds air without leakage. The annular
member 25 further has a pair of radially extending flanges
26A and 26B with the upper face of the flange 26B having
plurality of axially extending bolts 27.

A flow-through pipe 28 with a pair of radially extending
flanges 29 A and 29B is connected to the annular member 25.
The flange 29A of the flow-through pipe 28 is secured to the
flange 26B of the annular member 25 with plurality of bolts
27 and nuts 34. One of the flanges 29A of the flow-through
pipe 28 has a plurality of holes aligned to receive the bolts 27
of the annular member 25 while the other flange 29B has
plurality of bolts 35 to receive and mount a pressure con-
trolled solenoid valve 19. Although a partially cut-away view
of a specific type of valve is show in FIG. 6, it is understood
that any suitable valve including ball valve, gate valve or
butterfly valve can be used. It is advantageous to use elasto-
meric seals between the annular member 25 and the flow-
through pipe 28 and between the flow-through pipe 28 and the
solenoid valve 19 to ensure leak free connections. For
example, a rubber o-ring gasket seal may be used to seal the
connection between the annular member 25 and the flow-
through pipe 28. Solenoid valve seal materials like nitrile
rubber can also be used between the flow-through pipe 28 and
the solenoid valve 19. Depending on the particular fluid, the
flow of which is being regulated, other seal materials like
ethylene propylene diene monomer (EPDM) rubber can also
be used.

An inflation control valve assembly 30 designed to inflate
or deflate the inflatable member 20 with air is disposed into
the side wall 21 of the inflatable member 20. The hole (not
shown) in the flange 29 A of the flow-through pipe 28 and the
hole 39 in flange 26B of the annular member 25 are aligned to
receive the inflation control valve assembly 30. After receiv-
ing the inflation control valve assembly the holes are sealed
with appropriate seal. In one embodiment, an o-ring seal is
used to provide an airtight seat between the holes and inflation
control valve assembly 30. The inflation control valve 30
further includes a pressure gauge 31 that indicates the internal
pressure of the inflatable member 20.

FIG. 6 shows one embodiment of the valve assembly 19
prior to engagement with flange 29B of the flow-through pipe
28. Valve 19 can easily be replaced by any other suitable
commercially available valve. FIG. 7 shows the end view of
the fluid flow regulator 11 before the pressure controlled
solenoid valve 19 is installed.

FIG. 4 in particular illustrates some of the illustrative
mechanisms used in the present invention to improve the
frictional engagement between the inflatable member 20 and
the inner wall of a conduit which are lacking in the prior art
devices. The lateral circumferential surface of the inflatable
member 20 has a plurality of grooves 23 that form a tread
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pattern suitable for the purpose of imparting axial traction
between the two engaging surfaces. In one embodiment, two
to four grooves extend continuously about the lateral surface
in a circumferential direction. These grooves 23 are substan-
tially parallel to and axially spaced from one another. They
may be straight or zig-zaged in configuration. In one embodi-
ment, both the width and depth of the grooves 23 was 0.3
inches. It is also contemplated to be within the scope of the
invention that the depth and width are not equal to one
another. In addition to the grooves 23, a plurality of rubber
buttons or teats 32 are provided which serve as an additional
traction inducing mechanism. In one embodiment, the width
of the outer surface of the inflatable member 20 in the axial
direction was 10 inches and the rubber buttons 32 have a
radius of between 0.2 to 0.4 cms and are interspersed between
and on either side of the grooves 23.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram that illustrates the functioning of
the pressure controlled solenoid valve 19 in one embodiment
of the invention. The pressure sensor unit 17 may be either
integrated into the pressure controlled solenoid valve 19 or
disposed in the opening of the conduit 14 in the reservoir. Any
conventional, commercially available pressure sensor, for
example with a pressure range of 10 psi to 60 psi, is suitable.
The measured pressure of the fluid in the reservoir is trans-
mitted at regular intervals to the control unit, which in turn
actuates the solenoid valve 19 in response to a preselected
algorithm. An exemplary algorithm is illustrated in FIG. 9. In
one embodiment, the measured pressure was transmitted to
the control unit 33 every 2 hours. The control unit 33 cycli-
cally performs the function as shown in flowchart of FIG. 9to
see if the pressure detected b the pressure sensor exceeds a
predetermined level. If this is the case, the control unit ener-
gizes the solenoid valve for a period of time ranging from one
to two hours, for example, or until the pressure falls below a
selected value as determined by the control algorithm. The
pressure controlled solenoid valve may be powered by a
rechargeable battery pack 36 that is recharged with electric
power generated by a solar panel 37 positioned on top of the
concrete buttress 15.

In operation, the reservoir 12 contains a body of water
bounded by the dam 13. An exemplary embodiment of the
current invention is used to regulate the depth of water in the
reservoir inresponse to an increased inflow of water. The fluid
regulator system 11 in a deflated state is insertable into dis-
charge end of the conduit 14. The conduit 14 can be an
irrigation pipeline, wastewater pipeline, drainage pipeline, oil
pipeline and the like. Once inserted, the fluid regulator system
11 is inflated via inflation control valve 30 to a pressure of 60
psi, for example. The grooves 23 and/or rubber buttons 32 on
the outer lateral cylindrical surface of the inflatable member
are designed to provide secure frictional engagement with the
inner surface of the conduit. In situations where the inner
surface of the conduit 14 is very smooth, tight sealing contact
with the interior surface of the conduit can be ensured by
applying a sealant material to the lateral surface of the inflat-
able member. An example of an advantageous seal is one
made of butyl rubber compounds.

In use, when the inflow into the reservoir 12 increases and
reaches a value above a predetermined level, any resulting
increase in pressure above that level will trigger the operation
of fluid regulator system 11. Regulating fluid flow from the
reservoir through the conduit maintains a desired level of
water in the reservoir. Pressure of water per foot of depth at
sea level is about 0.43 to 0.44 psi. For each additional 10 feet
of water, pressure increases by about 4.3 to 4.4 psi. In one
embodiment the depth of the water in the reservoir above the
point of pressure measurement was about 40 feet, resulting in
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a pressure at that point of about 17.5 psi. The control unit 33
of pressure controlled solenoid valve 19 was programmed to
actuate the valve when the pressure at the sensor reached 22
psi. Thus the pressure sensor signaled to the control unit a
pressure reading of 22 psi when the water level above the
sensor reached about 50 feet. In response to receiving a pres-
sure reading equal to the configured range, the control unit 33
actuated the valve 19 for a preset amount of time. Embodi-
ments of the fluid regulator system 11 described above are
adaptable to have overall inflation diameters between about
10 inches and 60 inches and are capable of inflation pressures
up to about 75 pounds per square inch (psi). Additional infla-
tion diameters and pressures may be achieved by adjusting
various components of the fluid regulator system.

Although various aspects of the invention are set out in the
independent claims, other aspects of the invention comprise
other combinations of features from the described embodi-
ments and/or the dependent claims with the features of the
independent claims, and not solely the combinations explic-
itly set out in the claims.

It is also noted herein that while the above describes
example embodiments of the invention, these descriptions
should not be viewed in a limiting sense. Rather, there are
several variations and modifications which may be made
without departing from the scope of the present invention as
defined in the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A device to control fluid flow through a conduit, the
device comprising:

an inflatable member of toroidal shape formed of flexible
elastomer material having a pair of side walls and a pair
of beads at the radially inner edge of each of said side
walls, the lateral circumferential surface of said toroidal
inflatable member being planar with a plurality of cir-
cumferentially extending grooves transversally spaced
from one another, the lateral surface of said inflatable
member configured to be in a leak tight sealing contact
with the interior wall of the conduit when inflated;

a cylindrical annular mount for said inflatable member
having a circular ring with flanges designed to sealingly
engage said pair of beads to ensure said inflatable mem-
ber holds air without leakage;

a cylindrical flow-through pipe having a first end and a
second end, each end having radially extending flanges,
the first end of said flow-through pipe secured to one of
the flanges of said annular mount;

an inflation control valve assembly disposed into one ofthe
side walls of said inflatable member and extending radi-
ally outwardly of the sealed arrangement between the
one of the flanges of the annular mount and one of the
flanges of flow-through pipe;

a pressure sensor disposed within the fluid, said sensor
adapted to measure the pressure of fluid in the conduit
and output a signal indicative of fluid pressure in the
conduit; and

a pressure controlled solenoid valve positioned at said sec-
ond end of said flow-through pipe, said valve being
responsive to a signal from said pressure sensor and
being designed to open upon fluid in the conduit reach-
ing a predetermined pressure level.

2. Device of claim 1, further comprising a sealant posi-
tioned about a portion of the lateral surface of the inflatable
member, where in the sealant inhibits fluids in the conduit
from leaking out.

3. Device of claim 1, wherein the inflatable member has an
inflation diameter between 10 inches and 60 inches.
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4. Device of claim 1, wherein the pressure controlled sole-
noid valve is selected from the group consisting of butterfly
valve, gate valve and ball valve.

5. Device of claim 1, wherein the measured pressure is
signaled to the pressure controlled solenoid valve via a cable.

6. Device of claim 1, wherein the measured pressure is
signaled to the pressure controlled solenoid valve wirelessly.

7. Device of claim 1, wherein the grooves are 11 mm in
depth and 7 mm in width.

8. Device of claim 1, wherein the lateral circumferential
surface of said toroidal inflatable member includes a plurality
of small radially extending buttons to frictionally engage the
inner walls of the conduit.

9. Device of claim 8, where in the buttons have a radius of
between 0.2 to 0.4 cms.
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